A Portrait ofthe Artist As a Tree 
(or Texas dep on his wearing lights etc.) 


#1 Lights 


Where Texas bubbles in a cave of lights two air 
conditioners shoot from windows flanking a door. Neon writes 
PEARL on one gummy pane, LONE STAR on the other. Asked why he 
doesn't turn the signs around to advertise back into Texas, 
Johnny No, barkeep, lets the running, bubbling Christmas lights 
bathe him, pupils jammed tight up into his head, then answers 
in a way as bent as the stork-like men riding the barstools. 

A New Yorker falls out of the molten day and "Whaaaaa!" 
into the lights. "I'm on the new expressway then I'm here!" he 
continues. Johnny No observes the sopping T-shirt, crumpled- 
tight Bermudas. The men turn back to the bar. 

They always had seen enough. Their fingers do not quite drum. 
"Where ... is this?" shivers the New Yorker, cross-blasted by 
the air conditioners. North Pole?" 

"Christmas. Texas. Christmas Cafe." 

"So that's why the lights. You got Bud?" Down Johnny No 
exits like a puppet. The air conditioners shudder, then speed. 
The New Yorker nears the bar. 

"He don't like to talk. Believes the movies. Silent Texan 
Crip-crap." From a man who has swiveled round from the bar and 
slithers belly-thrust off the stool to join the quick New 
Yorker-standing next to him as if they formed a comedy duo 
ready to end a routine with a song about mothers. 

"I tell him Bud he disappears." But this other gazes down 
upon his pot. From the front it looks like he hides a perfectly 
round dishpan under his sweatshirt, and the end of his nose 
resembles a bottle cap. Next to him, the New Yorker sees that 
the multicolored Lights play upon the man's features like a 
horror movie. The scalp under his crewcut looks raw. Since 
they're still side by side this cowboy says "I'm Yesterday." 
Now they touch hips and the New Yorker rolls a foot away, 


pulling up his shorts. Are these fairies in the West?before 
this he knew all of life. Hungering for his Olds as a cloud 
puffs up behind the bar followed by a frosting Budweiser case 
then Johnny No, featureless in vapor. The reality of his 
forthcoming beer inspires the New Yorker to brave "How you get 
on to San Antonio from here?" He could have been querying hicks 
the world over. 

"Getting awn I don't know. Going to it, why that there's 
another thing," this Yesterday propounds. The New Yorker has 
turned to face him but Yesterday, loose as liquor, joins him 
hip to hip again. "Things are bad if you don't know," he adds. 
His funny flattened nose is all the colors of Christmas. The 
New Yorker breaks away to rush the bar. He is drinking from 
the bottle as Yesterday saunters up to wink "Why you get back to 
all those yellow barrels and squinch back in. That's how come 
you got here--went wrong side of barrels. That's the best way 
andtakes you twice as long, unless you go over the mountain." 
The New Yorker is draining the bottle, greenish-purple rushing 
up over his eyes. 

"Yeah the moun-taine. High as up!" a cowboy snorts and 
Yesterday laughs, the little pot rising and falling under his 
Sweatshirt. Now all the cowboys laugh and the New Yorker 
laughs. And goes. The door stays open to the heat which looks 
like hell has turned to mercury. Then a huge shadow blots the 
light. Only teeth are seen at first. A fat old man, suspenders 


hitched nearly up to the horsey smile. " Well now! There went a 
tourist as I live and breathe." 
Yesterday drinks the last of the New Yorker's Bud . "Doubt 


that last part," he states. The cowboys have dismounted and 
now squeeze by the old man in the doorway, parting the thin 
Light like knife blades. To Johnny No the old man says "They 
drink up the twenty I give you?" 

"Yeah. I don't know." 

"Johnny No's never quite sure and ole Yesterday there 


"Something Like that!" toasts Yesterday with the empty 
bottle. The old man puts on some granny glasses. "Come see 
me, Yesterday. Ranch office." In a ventriloquist's manner his 
smile holds as he talks from the blinding doorway. "ALl these 
tourists coming down here I'd like to spruce up the ranch." 
Every Christmas light in the place is held in fluid twin 
miniature on his glasses. 

"Good!" Yesterday had yelled as the door shut, 
propellingthe heat at '‘,hir, and Johnny No, sealing off the 
burning outside. Why onliest attraction we got here now is the 


marine. Johnny No has come out from behind the bar to stare 
out the window holding the Lone Star sign. He watches the 
cowboys bouncing in the bed of the pickup as the marine drives. 
Next to him the old man grins. The churning dust envelops the 
truck. Johnny No, turning: Never saw marine ... any clothes 
on. 

Too bad Vietnam took a sliver from out his brain, laughs 
Yesterday. 

We all got slivers out. He just got wrong one. Johnny No 
glides back to pull the switch which halts the moving, blinking 
Christmas lights, the air conditioners too, pulls it as if it 
would Lobotomize the marine, them, the world from there to now. 
The old building shifts as the air conditioners spin down in 
identical whees. 


.#2 Vinyl 

Windows of a dug-up gold. A black smudge appears in one, turns 
Silver in the center just before a tap is heard. The process is 
repeated. Yesterday plugs in the red Lone Star sign, stretches 
till his belly rides up over his khaki undershorts. 

Halt the fuckin tapping--I'll be with you. 

He finally opens the door to great shiny boots and bunched-Up 
clothes. Blinks and blinks to see what he's seeing in the 
ancient light. The boats have a rattlesnake pattern, one 
diamond bulges where a_ knife is thrust. 

in his oddly bunched Levis and a flannel shirt which bloats 
against the burnt light, this stranger is all brown-looking and 
bug-eyes. 

Yesterday hears Johnny No's bedroom door open behind him, but 
keeps his eyes on this foreigner. Must be getting on full moon. 
First New Yorker then this. The little man seems to be 
thrashing inside his clothes at Johnny No's whisper. As he 
surges towards them the red light from the Lone Star sign 
snakes off his vinyl boots. Johnny No gets’ tightly behind 
Yesterday. He looks like a man made for underwear. 

It is desire for speaking, the little man pipes. The inside of 
his mouth shines red. 

Guess that's not all so bad, offers Yesterday, his eye tracing 
the pearl knife handle poking up from shimmering boot. The 
foreigner twists his head around to investigate the source of 
the red light. He's wearing a blond wig, Shirley Temple style. 
Ah Lone Star! Lone Star he intones as if saying words of 
incredible poetry. We're closed! squeaks Johnny No. Yesterday 
feels his shaking, shoves him back by thrusting himself back. 
The three of them stand in a dim-lit triangle as if one more 
step by the foreigner would break the lines of force and they'd 


smash together. He holds where he is. It is my desire for to 
look Mr. Yesterday. 

Looking at him. What can I do you out of? The foreigner whisks 
by them to the bar. The light off of his vinyl boots squirms 
like fire along tre chrome legs of the barstools. 

Jesus H. Christ on a bicycle! Johnny No tries to hug Yesterday 
but a familiar smell had already intrigued his fellow 
cowboy,brought him next to the foreigner. The bar covered with 
money the foreigner had drawn from inside his capacious shirt: 
-The blond wig slips over the little man's eyes. Can you make 
church? Hell yeah! Now Johnny No can join them. Is good! The 
foreigner straightarms Yesterday's shoulder. Is call Church of 


ALl! Johnny No repeats the name as if expected to. 

Next the foreigner removes a map from inside his shirt. 
Yesterday can only see that it's meticulously drawn. It is 
handed to him, Make over, turn! commands the foreigner. As he 
turns it over a faint odor of spinach and garlic insinuates 
itself. Among greenish foodstains the foreigner has drawn a 
rectangle with about a fifth shaded. An arrow points to the 
shaded portion. The bold word HOLY rides the arrow. 

This all? You got blueprint? Something? 

Punching Yesterday's shoulder: You! Everything you! He leaves in 
flapping flannel and clashing vinyl, the wig turned a quarter 
around. 

This part of Texas going to shit, notes Johnny No. He watches 
for the foreigner's car to bolt off. Igloo-shaped, it has 
flaring, bouncing taillights. Drives like crazy fairy he is. 
Shhh, I'm counting money. How muc a n well over thousand. 
This fuckin murders me! 

Been killed too many times I have. 

That's all right. That's you. Anyway, how'd he know about me? 
Must've been that Mexican grocery I did. Yesterday stops 
counting and massages the shoulder the foreigner had punched. 
Drank and drank in that 4ig heat and it come out leaning every 
which way. Then I painted it with everything I could steal 
from the ranch. Was in San Antonio paper--primitive artist. 
Some such 

shit. 

That don't mean nothing, everybody got that, Johnny No 

cursed. 
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#3 Foundations 

The next morning after the clouds had burned away, Yesterday and 
the marine bounced away from the ranch in the pickup to find the 
site of The Church of All. A bag of lime and a case of Lone 
Star rode in the back. Several times they duck under ttie 
overpasses of the new highway to drain a beer or two. Around 
noon, Yesterday discovered that the lot was directly across the 
abandoned road from the underpass they had camped at. Ugliest 
place around and not bad neither, Yesterday informed the naked 
marine who hopped up into the back of the pickup, which had 

been left in the sun, and threw down the bag of lime. It landed 
among shiny shards of limp tar left, from the former road. You 
Know, Marine... ? Yesterday grunted while gettin the bag up to 
his shoulder, think ing of that pink stone I faced the ranch 
officewith. Get it in Mexico and didn't get enough for the 
office neither. Make very pretty front for a church. And some 
guy'll sneak up cinder block lot cheaper than I. can get it from 
the Polacks on this side of the border. 

The marine stretched out to sleep under the piledriving sun, 
naked except for the dusty loafers that dangled from his toes. 
That's why they call it a bed is it? quipped Yesterday, staring 
for a moment at the marine's legs hanging from the tailgate. 
Well, can't wait like Santa Claus of the Big heat. Yesterday 
carried the bag of lime across the road and, after ripping off 
a corner with his teeth, let the powder flow out of the bag as 
he walked off the floorplan of the Church of All. Big 

triangle, he prays into the heat and glare, whorls of burnt- 
looking hair on his belly, with rectangle at the big end for 
whatchacallit, 
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altar! The marine snores. 

is still snoring as Yesterday climbs up the latticework of a 
column supporting the new highway. He wants perspective. When 
he-s as high as he can get he leans out like a sailor. He is 
seeing the huge shadow of his potbelly, domelike on the 
glistening sand; beyond that his floorplan, traced raw white. 
Between the two the potent and cretinous marine. And off to 
Yesterday's right, like a potted palm in a hotel lobby, is a 
dwarf greasy tree, seemingly whirling around itself in the 
heat. Suddenly a growing string of puffs near the horizon 
shows that acar or truck is going a good hundred. Looking for 
Mr. Death Yesterday whispers, a drop of sweat shimmering on his 
nose. Now the string of puffs bends towards them; he can hear 


the dirt being flung. After a moment there is a rush of chrome 
and glass and pebbles and the foreigner erupts from the dusty 
battered machine while it still moves. It continues for a few 
feet and hisses and knocks to a stop. A rabbit squirts from 
out of the bottom of the column Yesterday had climbed, careens 
off the foreigner's vinyl boots. Immediately the foreigner 
flings up both arms over his frazzled blond wig, green bills 
waving between his fingers. Here is more topoming! he crows, 
his red-checked shirt ballooning. From Yesterday's high 
viqwpoint he looks like a red and brown 

pancake surrounded by mica. 

In a moment the foreigner is hoisting a rock over the side of 
the pickup to pin down all the money. When he realizes the 
marine's naked simplicity he pulls out a ten to hand him, but 
the marine is suddenly off and running, his loafers flying 

The 

foreigner pursues, waving the money. He runs in a spread way, 
as if to keep his wig on; the marine lopes like a rigid animal. 
Yesterday descends in order to pop the tab off a Lone Star, sit 
in the shade of the pickup and watch. Fuckin foreigners, 
always boys first ) toasts Yesterday. The foreigner pants 
back, proclaims in racking breaths Is how ... you call ... 
Saint. 

Yeah Vietnam made him holy. Yester day relieves the foreigner 
of the ten dollar bill, then leads him in highest seriousness 
into the lime outline of the Church of ALL, the foreigner's 
eyes asshiny as his boots. When they get to the altar 
rectangle the foreigner holds Yesterday back by an arm. No! Is 
holy. 

See! I'm going to make this thing! It's just lines to you but 
it's going to fuckin soar! Yesterday's enthusiasm nearly led 
him to the holy area again and the foreigner dug in this time, 
held him round the waist. 

Got to get in there sometime! And the foreigner leads Yesterday 
by the hand back to the pickup, accepts a Lone Star to drink. 
Reverently he whispers Lone Star, Lone Star,then drinks the 
beer in a draught, tosses it away and sits Yoga style. 
Yesterday is still shrugging until the foreigner pops up to 
place a Lumpy handkerchief on the reflecting crewcut head. 
Then they foreigner windmills his arm, going faster and faster, 
Saying nothing as the sweatspots go to softball size at his 
armpits. The brilliant light curls from his long fingernails, 
the blond wig floats on his head. His arms drop. 

Now ... is holy ... you! gurgles the foreigner. Yesterday 
upends his beer can and lets the handkerchief slide back off 
his head. 


The next morning he will take the old man's Cadillac into 
Mexico. 
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#4 The BreaksTo yesterday the whole scene seemed inclined to 
the same angle as_ the tinted windshield and when the Cadillac 
lurched and bottomed, the circle of men slid from view, as if 
they had ridden down the far side of a brilliant wave. The 
long green cigar had smashed against his face and he managed to 
fling it away as he fell from the car. From his angle on the 
ground the small car looked like a huge, inverted bathtub. The 
old man was peering through the shreds of a rear light, sun 
Spilling away from every tooth. See a bit of arm, Cap. 
Yesterday ducked.for the words seemed to fly at him like rocks. 
Finally Yesterday brought to leaning focus a fat captain of 
Texas Rangers, other rangers pressing in along with grabassing 
cowboys, happy that tragedy got them off work. Yesterday 
ascended and brushed himself off with slow, studied dignity. 
She got most of it, he told everybody as the old man rose, 
turning plumply around 

I suspect that she did, he smiled his horsiest then intoned like 
a minister: but we got this to do. 

They started crowbaring the wreck and a spot dried in 
Yesterday's brain to tell him that the foreigner was inside. 
Pray! he shouted at the intent, leaning cops, the laughing 
cowboys. Pray! 

The marine had drag;ed the wreck in, still sat at the wheel of 
the pickup so the old man yelled at him the order to take 
Yesterday to Maria in the kitchen. As usual the marine was 
naked and one of the younger cops asked him if he was going to 
leave it to science. University of Texas ought to have that. 
The captain told him to shut up. By then they had _ gotten 


the foreigner out and most of him seemed in his vinyl boots. 
Over 


this leaned the captain, a sweat spot like a football on the 
back 


of his shirt. 
After this incident Yesterday toiled glumly on ranch projects 
for the old man. One day he found a cache of expensive woods, 


mostly ebony, and recalled the inlaid bar the old man was going 
to have him build for his wife, but she drank the old one out, 
then died before Yesterday could lift a hammer. Since that 
time the ld man had spent a hundred or’ so each week filling up 
his cowboys at Johnny No's Christmas Cafe. 

As Yesterday was rubbing and smelling the wood the marine burst 
in trying to talk. He couldn't but everyone let him try. 
Finally Yesterday gave him a stick and had him draw on the dirt 
floor. After five minutes of the day groaning hotly past the 
flaring windows and Yesterday swaying asleep on his feet, the 
marine etched the last line in the dirt and sprung up. 
Yesterday shook like a dog in order to wake up, then peered at 
the floor. The marine had depicted *ile of something. Ah ha, 
Yesterday finally blurted to the marine's delight, my Mexican 
Supplier has come through. Got to watch muh cowboy image---hae 
done come through. Yesterday put’ s arm around the marine, 
stood the same way that he had with the New Yorker at 
theChristmas Cafe. The marine shyly smiled. Only cost me a 
thousand for those cinderblocks, Marine, between him and his 
Sister. She was a widow, Marine, and ... But the marine's 
fierce concentration couldn't force his eyes from lucent 
innocence. 

The loaded the ebony into the pickup and stopped at _ the 
Christmas Cafe for a few cases of Lone Star and cans _ of 

water 

Johnny No was irritable since he had intended to spend the day 
replacing Christmas bulbs; he held a couple of bubbling strands 
in his hands and looked like a musing electric Satan. The 
cowboys would be out of there all day because the old man had 
trucked them to the other, end of the ranch to hold a rodeo for 
his new alcoholic girlfriend. 

Johnny No held his breath for the last few seconds Yesterday and 
the marine were there. He wanted privacy for his only daydream, 
the killing of his wife. He had run instant replays of it for 
twelve years. Art precedes technology. 

Somewhat later, because Yesterday wasn't sure of his own 
technology, half the wet tarp covered case was in the sunny road 
half under the overpass ... the general theory being that 
evaporation would cool the beer. 

Yesterday and the marine had been digging along the white line 
Yesterday had traced the last time they saw the foreigner alive, 
hearing just their own rhythms sink into a day as white as the 
Line when a pink Fury ploughed onto the beer. The girl behind 
the dusty windshield strained forward. Her face flattened back 
at the sight of the marine. As she jammed shut her eyes 
anshook her head to exorcise him he ran’ behind the truck. The 


girl got out of the car. She.wavered towards Yesterday, 
carrying a green attache case, watching the ground for’ snakes. 
When she looked up she first noticed the lone, squat tree, its 
leaves still greasy through layers of dust. She recoiled for 
one of those seconds everyone has before making the best of it. 
When this wary girl got close enough Yesterday could see that 
she had two orange spots on her cheeks and wore a short dress, 
white with orange polka dots. The polka dots were the size of 


grapefruit. The orange spots acquired perspiratioxi; dirt 
puffed in front of her turned-up shoes. Bu they didn't have 
bells. it was the "Clown Look" Yesterday had seen on one of the 
girls in the ranch office. She wasn't the first clown he had 
seen in Texas. The attache case began sweating too. 

To Yesterday this girl materializing in the whiteness looked too 
big for the new fashion. Like an adult dressed as a child, the 
short skirt a pinafore. 

She nearly smiled when she looked up and saw Yesterday, his 
belly hanging ahead of his belt. I do hope I didn't harm your 
equipment. Her voice was the breathless screech considered 

w ,'stful TV. 

Don't see no foam. The flat yellow tip of his nose creased. 


Oh? Well ... yes. I see. She could hardly catch a breath. I'm 
. looking for Mr. Yesterday. They told me at the ranch, the 
cowboys at their rodeo ... to ask at the cafe and Mr. No.Exc! 


use me. She was staggering like a boozer clown. Over the 
underpass, under the overpass, I've been lost and lost. Must 
be two-hundred degrees. Then she causght hold and looked right 
at him, steady in her surprise. Why am TI telling you all this? 
Yesterday shrugged, sweat running into his mouth. He said it 
was a strange way to meet someone, everj in Texas. From behind 
the pickup the marine slid out and back. She swiveled at the 
Knees and began to sink but again caught hold, hugging attache 
case to her bosom balf moons of orange rouge peeking above it. 
Oh my God, pleading to a_ scratching Yesterday, I saw what I 
Saw. 

%)on't mind the marine. He's innocent. 

She eased the attache case down from her face. Well he 

doesn't look innocent. 

Don't know what to do with all his innocence. Yesterday 

Licked his hand and patted his burr in place. 

Well I cannot stay unless he puts some pants on, uh, trousers, 
if you are Mr. Yesterday. Her eyes took on a glaze, out of key 
with her clown makeup and clothing ) but right for the white- 
smoke day. Oh my God I almost can... not tell reality from 


hallucination. This heat. How can you... ? 

Marine! his shout interrupted, get on some skivvies! Look in 
that box them dumb cowboys keep under the seat. Poste haste. 
Double time. Fast. His back to her, his voice was muffled. 
And right ay-way, he added, kicking up some dirt which then 
hung between them as it it didn't want to return to scorching 
earth. 

She was raising her knee to balance her attache case, and 
managed to fish a card from it, a drop of sweat hanging off her 
nose. She handed Yesterday the card as the marine appeared in 
the whiteness stuffed into a floral bathing suit. 

The business card splashed an ivory light up to Yesterday's 
face, glossed the flat tip of his nose with a more human color. 
The marine had a smile wide as the dilated daisies on the 
bathing suit. 

SACRASSOCIATES the card read and the brilliance made the print 
so leap that he had to get it in the shade of his body to make 
out services to religion. Her name cut along the bottom: 

Ann ... he didn't bother with the last name as it was long. 
Selling bags is you? Her thin eyebrows rose at this, making the 
circles of orange rouge stick out, and she looked as if someone 
had slurred her ethnically but in a language only vaguely 
understood. I... uh... well. No. Oh I 8ee. No, it's not 
pronounced like bag or or or or sacks I mean, but like the 
first part of sacred. it's sacred associates, uh, shortened. 
Sensational. 

She moved a little as if to fool him and the sun. Uh ... well 
you see Mr. Yesterday our organization advises religious groups 
as to financial matters, investments, funding. 

And now the words were flinging out, chipper, though her clothes 
wilted where they touched. 

Miracle plastic roofs slow down? The word plastic makes her 
stare at the lonely, squat tree. 

Rube-boob-clod she thought, brightening Pardon? He stared 
idiotically so she resumed her chipper self though the sweat ran 
into her eyes and made the marine take on an 
extraordinaryelongation as he lounged by the pickup truck. You 
see, Mr. Yesterday, the reason that I'm here is that 
SACRASSOCIATES ... 

Name drags glass. 

Well I'm sorry. Her head tipped like a cocker 's' Flirting. 

We mean to be personal. 

Got to be. 

Suddenly her starch began leaving, giving its substance to the 
hot, shaking air. oh my God it's even warmer here than by the 
car! 


Closer to the sun. 

In her weakness she seemed genuinely amused, as if at a show put 
on by retared children. Ilm, uh, beginning to see. You're a 
sort of bush league Will Rogers. She gazed slowly around as it 
everything confirmed her opinion* this lat, uglv cowboy, the 
marine approaching in pink and floral blotches, the pickup 
truck shimmering away, the stinging light as it stretched 
infinitely away over glassy sand. 

Yesterday was holding up his wrists, bitten and raw. See the 
rope burns? The marine choked while trying to laugh. 

Well I'm afraid there just isn't enough time to savor your 
frontier humor since--and she choked a little too- I have 
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got to get a plane out of this ... oven, this beautiful Texas. 
But your friend anyway ... he seems to appreciate your jokes. 
He's crazy, not stupid. She felt her breeding showed as she 
ignored it. 


Well then on to business, enunciated conterfeit clown to 
infuriating cowboy. Mr. Davrooni, through mr. Lance Aarth, who 
is my superior, signed on with SACRASSOCIATES exactly one week 
before his tragic death. We were at first to acquire sites for 
his churches, starting with the Southwest. She smiled in order 
for it to sink in. 

Couldn't buy a ham sandwich. 

She raised a hand in front of her face as if being attacked 
Another fainting wave had hit her full. Her brow writhed as 
her voice rose shrilly: Mr. Aarth is ... contact with ou 
client's widow in Lebanon. She had his arm as her knees tried 
not to swivel down. I'm here, she sped, to look at any 
contract you ... 

SALT: 

And furthermore ... 

And furthermore shit. 

She hissed I'm not going to stand here ... so he let her go 

and she paipted past him as he thrust up his arms into the 
burning sky like a deranged prophet. Mr. Lance Aarth couldn't 
buy a ham sandwich but this church is going up! 

He continued to stand above her , continued to Look up, 
squinting, thinking, then yelled for the marine. Marine. Tear 
of that silly suit before she does. Take her under the bridge. 
Lean her against something. Pour a Lone Star down her when she 
comes to. 

Yesterday went back to the free-form white Line on the site of 
The Church of All a,id dug maniacally. After a half hour huge 
-.. .1 , n black blotches began rolling down the sandy road like 
tumbleweeds and he screamed for the marine to stop moongazing 


at Ann and come take his place. He veered across the road and 
collapsed opposite Ann, who was’ bent at the waist, her hair 
almost over her feet. She reminded him of one of the actual 
girls on the cover of Newsweek. CLOWNS EVERYWHERE CLOWNS ran 
the diagonal line, the picture showing three floury, sunken 
girls playing a lustless grabass with a pansy ticketseller in 
front of a_ red and white striped tent. How could they think of 
something like that? Yesterday, breaths scouring out of him, 
told himself that he just couldn't figure it. 


#5 Splits 

Where's King Kong? She sat up, pried apart an eye. 

Sent him for something. Yesterday pointed to the horizon with 
his can of beer. He sat on a rocking cinderblock. 

Oh God I came here last year or something. I can hardly 
remember why. I must have jet lag or something. WHat am I 
doing here? Her voice was bruised and her eyes bulged. 0000000. 
I'm 

getting scared. 

Relax. You're fine. He was truly attempting to reassure her 
Since her words sounded real. 

Oh God what a place! What a place this is. This Texas is a 
mess. Now she sounded drunk or no longer having to pretend: 
Bring back the naked marine who danced in the heat. mhe 
wellendowed marine my roomate would say. Her little speech 
mingled regret and sarcasm. 


Should have sent the roommate. 
Don't make those kinds of jokes. 


Jokes? He teetered on the cinderblock. 

Exit cues actually. And she tried to wrench up but fell back, 
her lips old in surprise. Oh God what am I doing? Got to get 
going. This is a cheap movie. Where's the motorcycle? Her two 
Orange smears of clown rouge seemed to be lifting along the 
ragged edges. I'm all fuzzed up with nowhere to go. Water. 

Is there any ... ? 

Wet the canvas with it. 

How about drinking it? Oh Jesus this heat! Why didn't it 

go away when I was out? 

We drink beer. And he went over to the pile of canvas, her pink 
Fury still on top, and fished out a couple of cans. He ambled 
back and tossed her one. 


This is the beginning of the end. The beer I mean. To him, to 
herself, to the plain landscape. The glare had gone off the 
light but diffused brilliances still flung around, highlighting 
her pink Fury as if it were in an airbrushed ad. 

Don't like the heat? brightly outlined he stood over her. 

I always faint. Once a day. Her smile thinned. 


Place callednorea--he said it as if he had created it -- 


Yalu River. Dreamed about the Big Heat. Said I find it 
somedays. 


‘ne,’ 

He threwlback as if having a vision or being afraid of vomitting 
She looked at him spread across the sky and was surprised she 
could keep her eyes open, that the glare had stopped enough. 
Back to Texas? she asked. 

Wasn't from Texas then. From everywhere. Now his head came 
back level and he squinted Found Texas. 


And you can have it. He was walking over to get her anothe 

Lone Star. Don't Oh God I can't stop this thirst. Texas! God! 
She slapped the dust from her dress. He popped it open and she 
lost his first word ... here and I'll give you any Texas you 
want. He said it sincerely but the words seemed to ridicule 
themselves. 

He handed her the Lone Star and she drank, pondering: it wants a 
lay. How quaintly depraved. 

She knew before but now she's sure, he thought. In the sinking 
heat they smiled at each other in he manner of used car 
salesmen. 

Well ... it sounded as though she were speaking for both, 
Thanks a tremendous lot anyway but I've got a report to type 
and... 

Marine's coming back with great big steaks. 

Oh God I'm giving way She stopped trying to get up. 

So? 

Bad in principle. 

I'tl sit out that game. rules always changing. I'm getting 
better, she laughed weakly, I get that. It's the only true 
thing you've said by the way. Makes me one-up. He rubbed his 
belly and swayed above her. You bastard, maybe you never had a 
principle. Can't think of that on the instant just can think 
of steak, potatoes, butter justa melting all over ... 

She glided up as if drawn by the aromas but offered her hand to 
say goodbye. 


Start driving now, be three hours before you find a place. 
He had brushed her hand aside and now she poked at him with a 
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finger. From the emerging drift of things, Yesterday, I've 
deduced that if I stay I'll pay. Her rouge spots became 
hectic; they almost hopped. 

He stepped forward in a widely histrionic way, as if to get 
close enough for her to pin a medal on his stomach. Nothing 
like it. You're safer here than in New York. He relished it 
--- this kind of woman being his hobby. She became caught up 
in his delight and in the thought of a steak. 

She crossed her arms beneath her breasts by way of 
featuringthem. I'll take you at your word,,she laughed. 

No harm in that. 

Listen, what's your first name? A dimple drilled beneath 

her makeup. Clyde? Buford? Leroy? 

Too much talk. So he took her hand and led her across the road, 
sat her on a bag of cement. Then he started fitting in 
Cinderblocks where he and the marine had dug. 

She told him, as though this were the time for it, how the 
foreigner had praised him. And Mr. Davrooni told Mr. Aarth that 
you were a primitive architect, that you built a grocery store 
people study. 

Yesterday grunted while trying to level a block by hitting it 
with his hand. Make it ... way it wants. This here's church. 
And nobody wants it but you're going to finish it. Her gesture 
said the whole world ran that way. 

Damn right. 

It'll be a house for rabbits. 

Worth more than all your Mr. Aarths and Screw-Associates. 

A rose color was coming into the air and it made the squat 
little tree off to their right glow like soft-lit coral. It 
was the only thing around them not dull and flat. 

I nnt, d Hn in tn hpr r)r)t k-(Ir)tted ski rt. The only 1111 
job I could get. After this I don't know. From here ... she 
gazed around--it would have to be up. 

He walked a few feet away to peer into a large round hole. Stay 
in Texas, he said down it, you do everything you want here. 

I don't want to do what I want. Right now the only thing I 
Knowis that I can't spend too much of my life with a rural wit 
and a naked marine in the burning middle of nowhere. 

He wheeled around and flung his arms out, belly bouncing. No 
middle in Texas. Just space ... room. 

It's either Longhorn philosophy or snide country wisecracks. 


What's the inner man like? 

Starved. Come on. Got a job before the marine comes back. He 
went over to where she sat on the sack, pulled her up. 
What're we going to do? I love to work with my hands, true 
daughter of the soil but I'm still kind of weak from this 
wicked heat. 

You'll do. 

I'tl do anything as long as it's in the shade. He leered; 
she glowered 

Woman, you'd damn me for a lLooki 

Damn right you you adolescent mystical lecher and all-round 


Texas cornball. But she was walking him. 

I'll pass on that there--too many twenty-five worits. 
He forged ahead, she following like a big rag doll in her clown 
outfit. Got to work for your supper, he threw back 

Lead on. T'll try not to faint. Say ... what am I doing here 


anyway? Why can't my alledged mind grapple with that question? I 
had everything together last night or last week. Sometime. 
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He stopped at a pile of polished wood, waited for her. 
We're going to make a cross. 


She stopped before she reached him. Cross! Mr. Davrooni's 


sect wasn't Christian. 

Don't give a damn what it was. Where I went to church was a 
cross. That settled it and she intently took instruction from 
esterday in gluing the odd-shaped pieces of ebony. ThenIg a 
way to bolt it together and when the marine gets back I'll put 
some scrap lumber over the whole goddam thing, drive the pickup 
on it, let it set the night. - 

You're smart, she told him, I mean that's exactly the word 
for you, the only one. 

The aint no exact word for me, or words. 

When the marine came C k and dreamily built the fire, Yesterday 
less carefully arranged scrap lumber over the cross Ann and he 
had glued and assembled. Then, as Ann watched, he gunned the 
old pickup onto the The sun had almost fallen and it 
looked as though the old truck was’ breakina it apart. 

Yesterday clambered out and ploughed down the pile of Lumber. 
Together they went to the fire. 

And Yesterday cooked the steaks and potatoes with Ann and the 
marine watching, sparks flying up past their faces to drift q 

at the sunset. When he dropped a steak and huge potato oil each 


tin plate and punched the potato making the steam rush up, and 
placed a hunk of butter to run over all of it, then Ann and 
themarine let out noises they couldn't stop. And Yesterday 
laughed and asked Ann if Texas was still a bad place. She 
answered that 

k 

it wasn't because it was practically ,et out. Then they all 
ate as if someone might snatch it away. The marine finished 
firs , 


and executed a backwards somersault. Yesterday admonished him 
but Ann said it was pretty in the firelight and proposed a 
toast to the marine in which she said that she liked the way 
all of him didn't go over all at once. 

And in what's left of light and firelight the marine suddenly is 
holding what looks like a fish. It's a small harmonica and he 
wil start blowing the same two cords on it. 

Finally: Is that all he knows? But she can't find Yesterday 
until she feels his arm around her, darkly sees t ie flattened 
tip of his nose, the li .tle belly now basketed under his 
sweatshirt. 

People have to do what all they know, he informs her in a 
whisper. 

SO we're going to make the inevitable inevitable, she breathes, 
I was expecting anything and nothing and here it is. It's as 
though she had found a pimple. 

He presses by way of reply. 

You sai that I wouldn't have to pay for my supper. She i 
playing with the sound of her voice. 

Wouldn't look at it that way.Got to be getting back, she 
wonders. 

riot yet. He squeezes her in that funny, companionable way of 
his and she waits for something to happen. There's no hurry so 
she asks, her voice strung out, her acting self completely in, 
How ... Can you ever know what you want? 

Knowing can be a hell of a nuisance. 

Oh the beer is drifting, drifting me into this. Her voice 
‘a'traid and comfortable now. 

It always got to be something. 


While they ease back, the marine walks away, his two chords 
receding. 

Lord Chesterfield said that the position was ridiculous. 

I re:id a book once. Existentialism, he hisses. You do what 


the hell you want. The chords get further and further away 
unti , cusioned by the dark, they become the same chord. 


#6 Aftermouth 


Oh and wouldn't I like to feel guilty or something She sat up 
on the dirt, the knives of her knees wide--it looked as though 
all the polka dots from her dress bad broken loose to slide 
into the concave lap. Sorry Dr. Freud, gave at the office, she 
went on through very dry lips, oh God oh God please off that 
rotten sunand put some fuckin green down. Get me out of this 
Texas. Where's the motorcycle? Oh Christ where is the 
motorcycle? Life as a bad movie. Down down comedown, y'all 

come down ... lowdown. She stopped when her lips cracked. 

The sand shimmered around him like oil as he lay, at his mouth a 
puddle resembl -ng an inkblot mirroring bright clouds. When he 
scrabbled up to a sitting position she was surprised that this 
reflecting inkblot didn't rise with him, protrude from his mouth 
like a cartoon balloon. What'd you say? he croaked. 

I said that life was a bad movie, that you're a bad actor trying 
to be wisdom's cowboy and that I'm ... I'd like to be something 
called an ingenue but I got too smart ... and sour. 

Didn't notice the one. He shook his head as if to fling it 
off. 
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Though he sat beside her she look at her dirty hands in the 
beginning brilliance of the immense white Light of merciless 
Texas. Her whisper was as righteous as she could make it then. 
You are a prick, you know that? 

Yes and no. 

She flung down her hands and turned to him. Your hateful little 
inneundo and bush league sarcasm. You're about as unique as 
shit. 

Oh my oh my, all men are etty-cetterry. And coming an hour late 
according to the watch muh mother done give me. His words were 
hard-edged or blurred depending on how he stretched to fish 
outthe black pocket watch. 

You know what you can ... 

Was going to give it yo you hon, the flat tip of the nose 
yellowed and creased. My mama said when you meet the right 
girl why moony June,honeysuckle ... 

Seething aren't you? For all the rube wit over it. The few 
clouds burned away and she glared up at the sky, her face a 


hopping bright around her fading, peeling rouge. 
He scratched under his sweatshirt. You done made different 
noises las night. 

Spare me the report.. Keep it fresh for the Chirstmas Caf4. 
Why that there gal like to broke mah back, ah kid you not. 
Ann, you're making me up, but you aint got me yet. still 
Sitting, he sucked in his stomach. 
Oh I got you right all right. Oh God I do! 
Quickly he hopped up, stood over her looking at his hands a 
if they held the notes for his speech. Yeah and they had me in 
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San Antonio too. At that there architects' convention. They 
was all trying to make me, the men too. Now his face twisted 
as he soundlessly appealed to the sun. 

I can understand all of that. 

He tried to spit but couldn't kept stiffly looking at the sand 
waiting for something to form. When he succeeded he said 
Seduced on the plains of Texas, the almost virgin from the 
East.She leaped up, practically dug her chin into his 
collarbone, Ah yes’ the wicked East, where we work for a living 
not sponge off the boss, steal his wood and his laborer. Never 
never pay him anything back or even think to. 

He stepped back from her and whined That old man gets plenty 
from me. 

He su e, does. He gets you. I saw the way you cowboys tread rA 


around him, all you groat big Texans! 


He shrugged--his jaw, though, rigid. He don't hardly exist. 
Helsk eeth hanging in the air to me. 

Yeah? Well his teeth are hanging in the air all over your 
goddamn Texas. That's you goddamn Texas. Free, my ass! 

Your ass, hon, shit, aint no longer relevant. And he thrust up 
an arm in the power salute. This is my Texas. My church! 

I don't see anything. At her corrosive whisper Yesterday slunk 
into a black study where he seemed to count the silica grains 
vibrating in the sand. 

Finally Ann spoke, and differently. Oh look, look let's not 
fight anymore. What for? So we had a couple of steaks and one 
thing led to another in the old, acutely selfconscious way. 
It's all stage business and machinery Jesus Christ help us all! 
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Anyway let me get cleaned up and out of here with no 
hardfeelings. She half smiled at him in a true but kindly way. 
He mimicked her smile. They give any pprsonality awards when 
you. was in college? 

They usually went to Texas whores up north for culture. 

Reversed things this time. 

Tears popped onto her face, surprising both, and Yesterday 
hurriedly threw an arm around her. Sorry hon, both little 
haywire. Feel like my head's screwed on backwards account of 
all the beer. Drank two cases myself. Easy, he squeezed. 

And even then her head wanted to fall against his shoulder but 
he sprung away to dangle the watch again. Really do want to 
give you this here. Was my Daddy's, foreman of the whole King 
Ranch. Super-Cowboy, ma'm He swung it in front of her on its 
chain, its plastic case strangely dull in the brilliance, She 
knocked it flying, sunk to her knees and gazed away at a 
glittering mirage. It rested, crystal up, looking like a 
futuristic poached egg. Everything but motorcycle, she 
whispered, as iri prayer. Her voice, so hoarse, hardly became 
sound. You poor bastard. I suppose that watch is your 
perverted way of giving. Something near the edge of humanness. 
It's not you that bothers me., I wish someone would ask ... 
anything. How'd you make out in Texas? I had a wild-ass time. 
Or God I hit my low. But answers answer questions, you know? 
And when I thnk of it I have no low..or high or middle. Just a 
kind of fuzzy pitch that couldn't even be called despair. Like 
a river without a current and yet I'm drifting. Oh God where 
is my life? 


She still knelt and he stood a foot away, his face, 
unaccoutably, in his hands. His words were muffled, without 
edges. Thought I'd find a place here where the air'd go over 
me. But your nerves stick out bleeding, and drinking, 
grabassing, pot help for a second. She was up and touched his 
shoulder just as he turned his head as if to keep her _ hand 
there. 

This is not realistic, she said in a level way, removing 

her hand. She left him, to peel the shards of orange makeup 
from her face, scour herself with the dregs she found in the 
water cans, retrieve her attache case. 


#7 Burning Out 


His scalp reflecting like chrome, Yesterday was digging a trench 
around the rectangular sacristy when she came over to say 
goodbye. Well ... and she just stood there, things to say 
flicking across her forehead. I guess we only meant half of 
what we said-the worse half. 

It happened that he was standing inside the sacred boundary when 
she came forth to offer her hand. He pushed her back. Who 
there. Holy! Suddenly, impossibly, an immense cloud 
driftedover, covering everything like the lid on a pot. Their 
faces blackened. 

Holy? she spat. Isn't this the lowest joke of all, even for 
you? She tried to slide by his outstretched arms, then duck 
under them but he used the requisite force to keep her out of 
the rectangle. Shit! she screamed and flailed at him with her 
attache case while he weaved and ducked like a supremely 
confident boxer, relaxed sincerity on his face, the flat tip 

of his nose florescent iri that otherworldly light. 

I mean it Sis sorry. He smiled beneficiently, his belly hanging 
over her side of the Line. 

Oh you mean it Sis you sonofabitch! I'll get in there. it was as 
if she'd give her life for that rectangle of Texas earth. 

His eyes sat in his head, hers had the zealot's fire; his 
defense was almost sleepy, with no w6sted motion; her attack 
was flailing, frantic. Dust went up between them and around 
them and she eventually sunk down through it, sobbing. It 
still hung as she stumbled to her car. 

I his mid-morning darkness Yesterday started the pickup just 
after her car flung off. The marine snored in the back, his 
loafers hanging off the tailgate. Yesterday backed the truck 
off the pile of Lumber. Then he got out and tied a rope to the 
cross, throwing off some boards to get at it. The marine 
gurgled in his sleep as Yesterday gunned the pickup the short 
distance to the hole the marine had dug. The cross exploded 
through the rest of the scrap lumber and the marine fell off 
like meat.Yesterday slid down from the pickup and started 
sShouldering the crossanto the hole. This accomplished, he got 
back in and gave the truck all it hal in order to pull the 
cross up to vertical. rose as dark as the air until the 
clutch finally gave way with a thump and fell to the floor. 
Yesterday got out and cut the rope ina slow, old way. He 
looked up at the cross and noted that it had almost been tugged 
to vertical. Now he shimmied up, deliberately, thinking that 
the weight of his body on the crossbar would straighten out the 
cross. 


And just before he reaches the crossbar he can see that Ann's 
car is a pink tic in ribbon of dirty light atop the sands as 
she brakes to miss potholes, hits larger ones. When he finally 
Sits on that bar he realizes that somehow the cross is slightly 
past vertica 1K is heading down the other way. To the marine 
Yesterday and the cross vibrate fantastically as they strike 
the bright ri , between black cloud and blacker sky. Yesterday 
waits in dignity as he drops. As the cross’ sinks slowly in the 
west, he intones, but when it strikes earth he catapults up 
proclaiming Folks! The Lord has chose for this cross to come 
down, clutch burn out too. But with his help and yours 

The marine runs, dark and small against a belt of rancid sky. 


